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 Santisudha Ghosh (1907-1922) , Manikuntala Sen (1911-1987) and Phulrenu 
Guha(1911-2006) feminist,nationalist, social activist and humanist in different senses and 
varying degrees were three very illustrious and exceptional women. All of them who were 
born in undivided Indian subcontinent, were near contemporaries and had more or less great 
longevity lived and worked in the 20th century the first half of which was the colonial era and 
the second half was the growing years of a newly liberated nation. 
 They all were born in Barisal, a riverine district of Eastern Bengal in the Bengal 
Presidency under the British rule which later became part of Pakistan(1947) after partition of 
the country and finally of Bangladesh(1971). All the three women soon after partition left 
their motherland in their middle age and settled in West Bengal, India. These three women 
had important points of similarities and dissimilarities. They all belonged to middle class 
English-educated upper caste Hindu families and themselves were highly educated.They were 
swayed by the nationalist fervor of the day, joined the militant revolutionary groups at very 
early age but quite after sometime questions arose in their minds about the efficacy of the so-
called terrorist tactics and they were attracted to mainstream politics. From this point of time, 
the lives of Santisuda,Manikuntala and Phulrenu who grew up in close proximity in Barisal, 
took three different turns. 
II.Santisudha Ghosh 
 Born in a liberal Brahmo minded family,Santisudha was an outstandingly brilliant 
studentalthough physically frail and sickly since childhood. She passed her matriculation from 
Brahmo Girls’ School, Calcutta, Intermediate and Graduation from B.M. College, Barisal. She 
took Honours in Mathematics which was then regarded as a preserve of the male students 
and created a sensation in the educated circle of Bengal by becoming the first woman Eshan 
Scholar(or the topper among all the students in Calcutta University in the graduation level). 
She passed M.A in Mathematics from the prestigious Presidency College(which was till then 
yet to be co-educational) by standing Second in the First class. After completing her studies , 
she joined as a Lecturer in the B.M. College(1931) Barisal again as the “first woman teacher” 
of the college. 683 
 Despite hailing from a family with a political tradition and her own political interests 
notwithstanding, Santidudha refrained from joining into politics during her student days. 
After starting her service career, however, when she was financially self sufficient she decided 
                                                          





to pursue a political career. She remained a votary of the economic independence of woman 
a fact thatshe stressed again and again. She became connected with Tarun Sangha, an outfit 
of the revolutionary Barisal Jugantar Samiti, and soon formed ‘Sakti Bahini’ consisting of a few 
young women patriots. In extreme secrecy different sorts of martial training was given to 
them. As most of the established male members of local evolutionary group were soon either 
arrested or went underground in the volatile political atmosphere, the responsibility of 
carrying on revolutionary activities fell on Santisudha and her followers. At the sametime, she 
set up a purely social service organization called Harijan Vidyamandir under the guise of 
which she continued her secret activities.Soon, police started to keep a strict vigil over her 
activities.684 
Santisudha left Barisal in July 1932 to join as a Lecturer in the Victorian Institution a 
well known Girls College of Calcutta. Here she continued her secret political activities in full 
vigour. According to police records,685 she became a key member of women workers 
connected with different revolutionary factions called Chhatri Sangha. Soon she was arrested 
and imprisoned in connection with the sensational Grindlays Bank Forgery Case. However, 
she was released on bail and subsequently acquitted for lack of evidence. Soon she was 
externed from Bengal for three years. In her own statement before the police-court, 
Santisudha, however, denied any connection with terrorist activists. She declared complete 
independence to be her goal and for this, any type of movement, moderate, extremist, 
revolutionary or non violent was not unacceptable to her but according to her under the 
given circumstances, the Congress-led mass movements were the only viable alternative. 
After the externment order was over, Santisudha came back to Barisal and rejoined 
the B.M. College(1935). By this time, the Jugantar revolutionary group was voluntarily 
disbanded and the entire Jugantar group of Barisal under the undisputed leadership of Satin 
Sen joined the Congress organization. Santisudha was no exception686. Soon she became the 
first woman Commissioner of Barisal Municipality. The period from 1938 onwards witnessed 
the transformation of Santisudha’s career from revolutionary phase to constructive phase. As 
a Commissioner with the help of the Congress workers she started a number of 
developmental projects. She was again put under arrest in connection with the Congress led 
Quit India movement (August, 1942) first in jail custody and then interned in her own house 
when she became critically ill. She was taken to Calcutta for medical treatment. After 
convalescing she became no longer involved with political activities but joined 
wholeheartedly in social service. At a time when gamine took a very serious turn in Bengal, as 
an active member of the apolitical All India Women’s Conference (AIWC). She took charge of 
the relief centres of Barisal. After the end of the war, that centre was renamed as ‘Mahilla 
Silpa Bhavan’ (Women Industrial Centre) to help the  destitute and needy women. It is to be 
noted that as a social worker Santisudha had no hesitation in working closely with the 
Communist women who were then supporting the British war efforts in opposition to the 
nationalist line.  
In 1945 for the third time Santisudha rejoined the B.M College. But since 1946 Hindu-
Muslim fabricated Communal frenzy spread in different parts of India. Barisal was no 
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exception. Liberal Santisudha was popular to all sections of the society, Hindus and Muslims 
alike. Almost singlehandedly in those dark days Santisudha had to face all sorts of odds – both 
her parents were seriously ill and ultimately breathed their last and all her brothers and 
sisters were already settled in India. After the birth of Pakistan (1947) the situation became 
more complex. Santisudha had to take a very hard decision – to leave her dear motherland. In 
1950 she came to West Bengal and joined the Asansol Girls’ College. Next year, she joined the 
Hooghly Womens’s College as the founder Principal from where she retired in the year 1970. 
During these long two decades she dedicated herself completely for the all-round 
development of the College and its students, not only in theirstudies but also in extra-
curricular activities and character building.687 
 After retirement, she settled in a semi-urban locality in the suburbs of 
Calcutta where she stayed for the rest of her life. This newly settled locality was named after 
her political mentor Satin Sen and was inhabited mostly by her erstwhile colleagues of Barisal. 
Here, she was connected with a number ofwomen welfare activities and continued to 
contribute a number of articles in the respectable magazines. Otherwise, she spent almost a 
solitary private life. 688 
III.Manikuntala Sen 
Born in the educated joint family of Barisal, Manikuntala lost her father in a tender 
age even before completing her school-days. But she was never in dire economic constraint. 
Her family was accustomed to plain living and with a highly religious and god-fearing 
background. Her family was, however, free from many common social abuses and 
superstitions of the day like the differentiation between Hindus and Muslims or between 
upper and lower castes. There was little obstruction on the studies of the girls but there was 
strong restriction on free mixing, travelling alone or reading novels. Manikuntala passed her 
matriculation from local girls’ school and had her graduation from the B.M College. Early 
marriage was not forced upon her. After graduation, she started teaching in a local school. 
 The idea of celibacy(Brahmacharya) was stressed upon inher family and there 
was an initial tendency in Manikuntala’s mind for renunciation(Sannyas). But at the same 
time Manikuntala was swayed by the political upheavals of the day. The mass movements had 
a natural appeal to her. The utmost sacrifice of the young revolutionaries agitated her like 
many other young men and women of the day. Her proximity to her neighbor and elder-sister 
like Santisudha moved her to a great extent. But Santisudha’s movement to Calcutta and her 
subsequent imprisonment/ externment sapped her connections with the revolutionaries and 
dashed her dreams. Incidentally, at the same time, some youth of her locality came in loose 
connection with the writings of Marx, Engels, Lenin and were attracted towards Communism. 
They secretly maintained contact with Manikuntala and supplied her proscribed Marxist 
literature. However much she tried to keep secrecy, it became increasingly public that 
Manikuntala had become a Communist and so an atheist, which was a crime in her extremely 
religious family environment. Manikuntala herself had a deep mental conflict between 
religiousity and Marxism she tried her best to make a synthesis between  two believing that 
there was no basic difference as the aim of the both was to serve the humanity. But she got 
only her mother to her side. 
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With her mother’s permission, Manikuntala left Barisal to come to Calcutta, her 
“dream city” to start an independent life. She was admitted to Calcutta University as a post-
graduate student, began to stay in a women’s hostel and started to earn herself by giving 
tuitions. It was a long mental journey from the ‘mofossil’ to the metropolis. At the same time, 
she turned to active politics. At that time, there were a number of Marxist groups in Calcutta, 
but the official Communist Party was still in the underground. Finally, she got in touch with 
the official Communist Party in 1937-38 of which she became a regular member and 
wholetimer since 1942. 689 
Since from the very beginning, certain serious questions persisted in her mind such as 
whether it was right for the Communist party in India to be dictated by the decisions of the 
Commintern without considering the local situation. Secondly, which of the two issues – the 
question of national liberation and the anti-Imperialist struggle or the class struggle of the 
proletariat would get priority o the Communists who were then working under the big 
umbrella of the Indian National Congress, what should be the role of the women Communist 
workers, to collect subscriptions, sell party journals and work in the women front only to be 
involved in the policy making and take part in theoretical issuers like the relationship between 
the parent party and its frontal organization, and above all, whether to rake up the issue of 
atheismand attack the religious sentiments of the masses unnecessarily and thus drive them 
out to anti-Communist camp or to preach only against superstitious inhumanities casteism, 
unnecessary pomp and show in festivals without showing any disrespect to god and original 
scriptures which were wrongly interpreted in most cases by vested interests against which the 
reformers like Rammohan and Vidyasagar fought. 690 
But inspite of all these sceptisms, Manikuntala joined the Communist Party and 
worked as its disciplined soldierbecause throughout her life she wanted “to do something” for 
the downtrodden masses. Initially, she was entrusted with the Students’ Front by the Party 
leadership in connection with which she travelled almost all the districts of undivided Bengal. 
It gave her an opportunity to have a first hand knowledge of Bengal society. She had a natural 
capacity to mix freely with all sections of society and particularly being a woman she had a 
free entry into the antahpur(inside house). This helped her in later years when she became a 
pillar of the women’s front of the party. She also joined the All India Women’s Conference 
(AIWC) but in course of time, the leftist women had to leave the apolitical ATWC dominated 
by the nationality minded women. 
The advent of the World War II (1939) and subsequently the German attack on the 
Soviet Union (June, 1941) when the nature of the World War changed in the eyes of the 
Communists from Imperialist War to People’s War, the Communist Party of India(C.P.I) 
decided to support wholeheartedly the war efforts of the British Government. Manikuntala 
like many other Communists , was put before a very serious dilemma. But in spite of all her 
reservations, she scrupulously followed the party line in support of which she had to address 
gatherings, conferences and group meetings throughout Bengal. At the same time, she 
dedicated herself heart and soul in forming branches of Mahila Atmaraksha Samiti (Women 
Self-Defence Association) to help the destitute women in these dark days of famine when lacs 
of people died and the same number particularly women and children lost their homes and 
families. It was really a herculean task. 
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After the war ended in mid-1945, soon started the communal riots between the 
Hindus and the Muslims in the wake of which finally came independence(August, 1947) with 
the partition of the country. At that time the Communist party leadership took an ultra-left 
turn. To them, the independence was a fake one and they called for revolution to end the 
bourgeoisie rule. In 1949, the Communist Party was banned. Manikuntala, along with a large 
number of Communist Party members, were jailed. She had such a personality that within a 
short time she befriended not only the political activists but also the ordinary women 
criminals and became elder sister of all. She was released along with many other Communist 
prisoners in 1951, but by that time, the virtual division within the Communist Party became 
quite apparent.691 The majority faction within the party was ready to participate in 
parliamentary politics. In the first general election held in independent India in 1952 on the 
basis of universal adult franchise,of the one hundred seats were contested by the C.P.I in 
West Bengal Assembly, Manikuntala was the only woman candidate. She herself did not like 
this because she thought that there were a number of other equally competent woman and 
also she believed that the constituency offered to her was a ‘tough’ one and so there was no 
male aspirant for this seat.692 In short, male domination even within the Communist Party was 
not liked by her but as always she did not take it to a breaking point. Undoubtedly to her, 
electioncampaign itself was a kind of great political propaganda which took the party close to 
a large section of the people. At the same time various social realities like caste rigidities, 
parochialism, blind beliefs and superstitions and side by side the humanist touch even among 
the lowest wrung of society, their liberalism and hospitality moved her. 
Finally, Manikuntala was elected to the West Bengal State Legislative Assembly and 
became the deputy leader of the C.P.I Legislative Party in the Assembly. Almost at the same 
time, she was elevated to the Secretariat of the Executive Committee of the Bengal branch of 
the CPI. Here also, she was the first and only woman member who rose so high in the party 
hierarchy. But Manikuntala never sought for any high position; what she wanted was to serve 
the needy and the downtrodden. The 1950’s witnessed many turbulent mass- movements in 
West Bengal and Manikuntala took part in almost all of them and was jailed several times.693 
Amidst this heavy schedule, certain serious issues gradually cropped up in her mind. The 
legislative politics had its innate attraction. It is easy for one to get publicity and propaganda 
as a legislator, so the organizational or constructive work, ideal for a Communist was often 
hampered. Secondly the womenwere coming to politics in greater number and were assigned 
many responsibilities, but these were regarded as not so crucial and they had almost no place 
either in electoral politics or in the policy formulation of the party in the highest level. 
Another very tricky question often hammered her.694 As a legislator one has to perform many 
duties – to be present in the assembly, to take part in discussions and work in various 
subcommittees, at the same time it is expected that the assembly member will be involved in 
the minute details of the local area, and above all, as a leading figure in a frontal 
organization(like women) Manikuntala thinks that in this way, no one can perform any of the 
duties perfectly. 
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 Increasingly Manikuntala felt alienated from the typical party politics.695 The 
interactive quarrels within the party pained her. In her personal life also came a great change. 
She married Jolly Kohan Kaul, then the Calcutta district Committee Secretary of the party, a 
number of years junior to her in age. For the third and last time(1962) under the party whip 
and almost again her own will, she had to contest from her old constituency and as 
apprehended by her, she was defeated. By that time, the party was virtually divided between 
the utra-left and the rightist. Manikuntala decided not to have any contact with any of the 
factions. 
 For the next quarter of a century, this extraordinary couple lived in complete 
seclusion. They had to go through very tough rimes with dire financial crisis, but they never 
wavered intheir belief. Neither of the party factions maintained any contact with her although 
Manikuntala never lost her belief in socialism. In her inner life a great change came when just 
a few months before death she took the initiation(Diksha) from the Vice-president of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in her last bed. In one sense, her life took a full circular turn.696 She 
started her life with a great dilemma – whether to lead a religious life or to join politics. To 
her, there was no real division between the two as the aims of both was to serve the 
humanity.  
III.Phulrenu Guha 
Born in August, 1911, in a highly educated established and at the same time deeply 
patriotic and idealist family of Barisal, Phulrenu matriculated in 1927, took her 
Intermediate(1930) and B.A Degrees(1932) from B.M. College, Barisal and passed M.A in 
Bengali from the University of Calcutta(1934). Then she joined the School of Oriental Studies, 
London and finally obtained the D.Phil Degree from the Sorbonne University, Paris(1937). 
Returning to India she started teaching in Women’s College, Calcutta and then worked as the 
Headmistress of a girl’s school in Calcuttafrom 1950 to 1964. She got married to Dr. Biressh 
Chandra Guha, the renowned professor of Biochemistry of University of Calcutta with whom 
she had a prolonged affair. The couple was completely dedicated to the cause of the country 
and never cared for their conjugal life in the popular sense. She lost her husband untimely in 
1961.697 
Phulrenu’s political involvements started from a tender age when like Santisudha she 
was attached to militant nationalists698. At first, she was a member of the Jugantar Samiti of 
Barisal under the leadership of Satin Sen. Them while studying at Calcutta she became 
connected with the secret co-ordination centre of women workers associated with different 
revolutionary organisation. Thenshe turned to leftist ideals and became associated with 
Labour Party, Bengal. Then again during the World War II days(1940-1942) she was attracted 
towards Gandhism and joined the Indian National Congress.699 She was also indirectly 
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involved with the Quit India movement of 1942 which was a mass upsurge against the British 
colonial domination. Subsequently, she was a Congress member in the Central Legislature 
first in the Upper House(Rajya Sabha) from 1964-70 elected from West Bengal and then of the 
Lower House(Lok Sabha) from the Contai constituency of West Bengal (1984 – 89). Till her 
death, she was with the Indian National Congress(which was the ruling party in the Centre 
almost uninterruptedly). Though a party person she was never partisan. She never allowed 
her political beliefs to come in the way of working together with members of other political 
parties for the betterment of society.700 
In her political outlook, Phulrenu was an ardent nationalist and at the same time an 
internationalist and a strong believer of Socialist World701. She was connected with such 
bodies as All India Peace and Solidarity Council, Indo-Soviet Cultural Society(ISCUS), Indo-
GDRFriendship Society and Indo-Bangladesh Friendship Association. As delegate of Indian 
women’s team she visited different countries most of whom were socialists. In her social 
outlook, she was opposed to any form of orthodoxism and superstitions and was logical in her 
approach. She wanted to serve all the weaker sections of the masses – the women, the 
children, the aged, the depressed castes and tribes, in short, the distressed and the destitute. 
Though throughout her life Phulrenu was connected with politics, not politics but 
social work was her forte702. Since 1938 she was connected with the All India Women’s 
Conference (A.I.W.C) eventually becoming its Secretary General and Vice President. She was 
in charge of eleven centres, set up in 1942 in Calcutta by the A.I.W.C for destitute children 
during the famine and World War, seven of which subsequently came under the All India Save 
the Children Committee, Bengal Branch, formed in 1943. From 1950, she was a member of 
the central Committee, Indian Council for Child Welfare becoming the Secretaryof its Bengal 
branch(1954 – 1958), Vice President(1958-65) and its President (1965-78) as also the 
President of its Central Committee(1970-73). During the dark days following the Partition of 
Bengal at the time of Indian independence (1947), the consequent arrival of unending 
streams of immigrants, urgent necessity was felt for government and non-government 
organizations to act together. The United Council for Relief and Welfare Society was 
established with the Governor of West Bengal as President and Phulrenu, then  younger to 
many other senior social workers, as general Secretary. She was also the Founder President of 
“Karmakutir”(1961)  the ultimate aim of which was to empower the beneficiary women in 
such a manner that they can form self-help groups on co-operatives through which their 
productive activities can bring them an assured income. Another organization founded by her 
was the Association for Social Health in India (ASHI) whose objective was to give temporary 
and permanent shelter to the women in dire need such as the oppressed women, single 
working women and the helpless aged women. Her another field of interest was the spread of 
mass education. For long, she was closely connected with the Illiteracy Eradication Society 
West Bengal and acted as Presidentof the All India Council for mass Education till her death. 
So, it is quite natural that when the West Bengal branch of the Social Welfare Advisory Board 
was formed to coordinate and streamline the voluntary organizations in the grassroot level 
was made its Founder Secretary(1954-55), Vice Chairman(1955-60)and Chairman (1961-67). 
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In 1996 at the age of 85 she became the Founder President of the Forum of Voluntary 
Organisations, West Bengal when it was apprehended that the autonomous existence of 
these voluntary organizations came to be challenged by governmental interference.  
It goes to the credit of Phulrenu that while on the one hand, she worked in the grass 
root level with all sorts of voluntary organisations, big and small, at the same time she had 
also the experience of working in the centralized bureaucratic level.While Phulrenu was the 
Minister of State for Social Welfare in the Government (1967 -1970) she was instrumental in 
initiating a number of novel projects for women and children.But her single most significant 
contribution was as Chairperson, Committeefor the Status of Women in India(1971 – 75) by 
the Government of India, The Committee produced the Report ‘Towards Equality’ in 1975, the 
International Women’sYear which undertook a very detailed survey of the position of women 
in society, polity and economy, and dealt in depth with women’sissues and concerns. It did 
require tremendous moral courage and fortrightness onthe part of a Government appointed 
Committee to produce a document that implied the total indifference of the government to 
the women’s and condition in the society in general. 
Her another contribution to women’s cause also should never be forgotten. Since the 
1980’s, Women’s Studies became a recognized branch of knowledge and a force 
withinintellectual circles and a bridge between academic institutions and the women’s 
movement. The origin of this new school of thought with a bust of activities can be directly 
traced to the Status of Women’s Committee Report. It is quite natural that Phulrenu, an 
activist with a tender heart and sharp brain was closely connected with the Indian Association 
for Women’s Studies Centres in different Indian universities. 
In her closing years after selling her large dwelling house in the posh area of Calcutta 
and donating the money she received out of the sale to Calcutta Univeristy, Phulrenu lived a 
very simple life in small rented flat. The last few months ofher life she decided to spend at 
ahome of the ASHI which she herself had founded many years ago to provide shelter, food 
and training for the abandoned distressed and destitute women of society and there she 
breathed  last on July 26, 2006. 
Besides a number of prestigious awards, Phulrenu was awarded ‘Padma Bhushan’ by 
the Government of India in  recognition ofher outstanding activities as a social worker.703 
 
IV Conclusion 
Taken as a whole these three outstanding women, almost of the same place and 
same age-group, coming from almost the same social background and passing through almost 
same historical experiences had amongst themselves, great points of similarities and 
dissimilarities. None of them lost their lives in any battlefield, but still undoubtedly they were 
martyrs in a particular sense because they dedicated their entire life for the noble cause they 
cherished. Their life-portrait is one of complete self sacrifice. Santisudha remained lifelong a 
spinster, Manikuntala and Phulrenu got married at a comparatively late age and their life 
partners were highly qualified with the same  mental make up and they never cared for 
conjugal sexual happiness. Santisudha and Phulrenu dedicated their all movable and 
immovable properties for public purpose and Manikuntala died almost a pauper.  
                                                          




In spite of political differences at different points of time, all of them were true 
patriots and humanists having a combination of two distinct characteristic traits – first, a deep 
revolutionary urge on the political front and second, a constructive activism on the socio-
economic front. All of them were feminists to the core but here again all of them were some 
sort of ‘exceptional’ feminists. They were not against men and believed that men and women, 
both are the victims of an unequal and oppressive social system and their fight was for human 
rights and human dignity. They emphasized on boldness of character for women but not 
discarding the feminine domestic qualities. 
But in spite of all their dedications their memories were faded very soon after their 
demise. Santisudha retired from public life at the middle-age being pre-occupied only with 
running a girls’ college and writing articles on socio-political issues in magazines 
andafterwards spending a completely retired life. In spite of her extremely brilliant academic 
record, she did not opt for higher studies and research either. Manikuntala turned out to be 
an important Communist functionary both within the organization and legislature. But she 
never could adjust at heart with rest of the programme or policy of the party ultimately 
sapping all connections with politics and leading almost the life of a recluse. One may wonder 
whether the retirement of both Santisudha and Manikuntala was not a silent protest against 
the injustices meted out to them by the society for which they dedicated everything. The last 
of the trio Phulrenu had the privilege of along active life in which she held numerous 
important positions in public life almost till her death. But the question remains that except in 
matters relatingto women, children and social welfare issues, whether Phulrenu was not a 
mere ornamental figure in party hierarchy and government machinery and did she get due 
importance proportionate to her expertise and experience. 
It seems that in a male dominated society all the three were subjected to 
discrimination and inequality. Yet these forgotten and almost unsung heroic women should 
remain as unforgettable figures in the history of the nation. 
 
